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The word rasdhari, as used in the Rasleela of Braj means one who 
produces and organizes the Rasleela. These rasdharis were Brahmans by 
caste and belonged to high class Vaishnav families of the Vallabha. They 
were well-versed in the art of the Vaishnav style of Dhrupad singing. Along 
with the spread of Vaishnavism of the Vallabh sect several episodes from Lord 
Krishna’s life were enacted in the Vaishnav temples of Braj Bhoomi. These 
stray scenes from the life of Lord Krishna gradually developed into a 
regular dance-drama known as Rasleela. The form though essentially 
folk in its technique, adopted the natvari style of Indian dancing accompan- 
ed by Dhrupad singing to suit their needs. The main roles of Lord Krishna, 
Radha and several others, known as swaroops, were allotted only to young 
Brahmin boys mostly blonging to the rasdharis. A very high standard of 
devotional and moral living was maintained by those who undertook the 
principal roles The swaroops, particularly, were required to undergo 
thorough training in the art of dancing and singing and were given regular 
lessons in the cult of Vaishnavism. 


The Rasleela, confined to temples in the initial stage, gradually started 
coming out of the temples but for performance before Vaishnav families 
their homes. Rajasthan became their principal venue because of the 
Shrinathji temple at Nathdwara. The Vairagis of Rajasthan, because of 
their inherent interest in music, took special delight in this art. Their main 
livelihood derived from singing devotional songs from door to door. _They 
were specially attracted to the Leela and contributed substantially to its d¢ 
velopment. They were permitted into the Braj Rasieelas on account of their 
extraordinary talent. But their growing importance in these Leelas becam® 
a source of jealousy for the Rasdharis and thus caused their gradual remov 
from the Rasleela groups. 


The Vairagis did not remain idle. They organised their community 
and evoked considerable success in forming their own Ras groups. ~ i 
first Rasleela group was founded about 80 years ago in the Phulera resto 
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of Rajasthan. Shri Motilal was one of the principal participants of this 
historical Ras group of Rajasthan. Since then the Phulera region, parti- 
cularly Rojdi village, became the centre of the Ras/eela of Rajasthan. 


Some local Rasleela groups also evolved round about the Vaishnav 
temples or worked as their regular performing groups. The Rasleela 
groups also evolved round about the Vaishnav temples at Kishangarh, 
Jaipur, Bharatpur, Kota, Nathdwara and Kankroli. They were either 
attached to the Vaishnav temples or worked as their regular performing 
groups. The Rasleelas which were attached to the temples retained their 
religious and devotional character but those which were devloped by pro- 
fessional companies could not do so. They deviated from their original 
objectives and became vehicles of cheap entertainment. Even the Ras/eela 
associated with the Vaishnav temples, in Rajasthan, broke away from their 
convention of having swaroops from Brahman families alone. The other 
less devotional groups, having no links with temples, went one step further. 
They adopted several topics other than the Krishna-Cult and became wider 
in context by permitting the entry of communities other than the Brahmans. 
In this way traditional performing classes like the Dholi, Mirasi, 
Saagan, Bhats, Ravat & Ravs could also gain entry in this new theatrical 
orm. 


The admission of these professional folk artists to the new Rasdhari 
form was significant in many ways. The artistic achievement of these people 
raised the standard of this new form to a considerable extent. Because 
of this revolutionary and socialistic change in the traditional aspect of Ras- 
leela, the Krishna cult could not be adhéred to for long. The life of Rama 
and other themes, connected with it, perhaps impressed them most because 
the first drama enacted in this technique was on the life of Rama. The 
word Rasdhari meaning the one who produces and organizes the drama, 
also underwent a vital change in its meaning. Now, instead of one man 
being called the Rasdhari the whole form came to be known as Rasdhari. 
From the researches conducted by the Bhartiya Lok Kala Mandal at Udai- 
pur, it is presumed that the Rasdhari, in this technique, was first produced 
in the Phulera, Rojdi and Jaipur regions of Rajasthan. 


Another change that this new style brought in was its divergence 
from its classical bent. The Natwari style of classical dancing was retained 
only to some extent. In order to retain its identity with the original Ras- 
leela a scene or two from the life of Krishna used to be enacted at the very 
out-set of the play. This modified form of Rasdhari remained popular in 
the regions mentioned for more than 50 years, after which some other themes 
pertaining to the life of Rama, Nagji, Nagwanti, Mordhawaj etc. were also 
Performed in this modified form and became even more popular than the 
original Rasdhari. Their deviation from the orthodox cult of Krishna and 
the adoption of non-religious and social subjects made these Rasdharies 
more entertaining from the audience point of view. Even non-professionals 
took part and several talented persons from the masses got an opportunity 
to work in a Rasdhari group. 


In this manner non-professional Rasdharies also came into existence, 
Particularly, in the Marwar region of the State of Rajasthan. The neigh- 
bouring places of Marwar were also influenced by these non-professional 
types of Rasdharies. The professional and touring Rasdhari groups from 
Phulera, Rojdi, Khod, Pawa had greatly inspired the local people to perform 
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these multi-subject Rasdhari plays locally. In this way Master Motilal of 
Phulera, Kalu and Bhera Dholi of Ratanpur, Mooladharji, Ganeshdas, 
Vairagi, Kushal Bhil of village Pavda in Marwar became pioneers in the 
new style of Rasdhari. In return they prepared scores of other artists who 
have retained the Rasdhari plays even upto this day. Gayaram Vairagi, 
Lakshma Narain Rao, Lachman Vairagi, Nagji Ramji Nai, Chogalaldholi, 
Thakur Dangi are considered good Rasdhari players of today. 


By tracing the history of Rasdhari Khyals, in Rajasthan, one realises 
that it is, at present, one of the oldest forms of Rajasthan folk-drama and 
requires further study. The data collected in the documentation section of 
the Bhartiya Lok Kala Mandal clearly shows that this form has influenced 
several other forms like Kuchaman Khyal, Chidvi Khyal, the Kishangari 
Khyal and Alibuxi Khyal. One very significant fact about the Rasdhari is 
that in its initial stages, it was a professional form in which only professionals 
could participate. These professional Rasdharis were first prevalent in 
Jaipur for quite a long time. After that several groups came into existence. 
The Marwar region, near about Pali, Jodhpur, Khod-Ghanerao, were its 
principal centres. All the best talent among the Dholies, Marasis, Saragdas, 
Bhats and Ravs could easily be mobilized by the Vairagi Sadhus who had a 
comparatively superior social position. The vairagis, in Rasdhari of Rajas- 
than, behaved in the same manner as the Brahmins of Braj Ras did. The 
superior roles of the swaroops were alloted to the talented boys of this class 
alone and the lesser one to others. These Vairagis were virtually the pro- 
ducer cum-organisers of these Rasdharis and formed their own troupes at 
various places. The principal figure of this school was Motilal of Phulera 
whose tradition was picked up by others of Rojdi of the same region. In 
Rojdi village, even today, one can get a glimpse fo these Ras troupes. They 
get good business not only in Rajasthan but outside too. The Kapasan 
region of the old Mewar State was also known for its Rasdharis with 
Lakshman Bhat, Chunji and Nandlal as their principal participants. 


These professional Rasdhari groups travelled extensively all over Rajas- 
than and became popular in a very short time. That was the time when 
other forms of Rajasthan folk drama were either in their infancy or did not 
come in existence at all. The Rammats of Bikaner, the Chidavi Khyals 
of Shekhavati and the Kuchaman Khyal of Lachi Ram were definitely of 
later region. The Navtanki of Hathras with Indra-chand and Natharam 
as their leaders came into existence in the early part of the 20th century. 
They came like a storm and took every body in their fold because of theif 
powerful drama, music and entertainment. The border regions of Rajas- 
than, Chidava and Shekavati, were greatly influenced by them with the 
result that an altogether new form evolved with Nanu Ram, Dulji an 
Uzarateli as their leaders. In the same way the Rammats of Bikaner and 
Jaisalmer have a history similar to that of Ras but it was simply a casua 
affair and did not show any signs of developing into a professional theatre- 
form. The Sakdwipi Brahmins of Bikaner, along with some Pushkarnas: 
organized the local stage in a non-professional way. The singers, dancers 
and poets also got an opportunity to express themselves. The Rasdhari 
and the Chidava Khyals had nothing to do with this form. It was altogether 
an improvised form and remained an amateur theatre-form throughout. 


; The Kuchaman Khyal inspired by late Shri Lachi Ram of Kuchamaa 
is perhaps the latest theatre-form of Rajasthan, not having its root very deep 
in the cultural history of Rajasthan. When almost all forms excepting that 
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of Chidava Khyal become extinct, some stray troupes of Kuchaman Khyal 
can still be found here and there. This form was definitely influenced by 
Rasdhari Khyal because of its popularity in the same region as that of 
Kuchaman Khyals. 


The Chidava Khyal of Shekhavati, the Kuchaman Khyal of Kuchaman 
and the Bhavai Khyal of South Western Rajasthan always retained their 
professional form because of their difficult technique where as Rammats 
and Turra Kalangi of Chitor are the only two forms which always remained 
amateur forms and no professional troupe took them up as their profession 
for livelihood. 


Rasdhari is the only professional form which has also attracted the 
attention of the amateur as a non-professional and non profiteering pastime 
entertainment. Several local amateur groups were formed in Udaipur, 
Kanod, Kapasan, Nathdwara, Chitor, Ajmer Beawar, Kishangarh, which 
performed Rasdhari Khyals quite successfully. 


The Rajasthan Khyals can be divided in two categories:— 


1. The Bhavai; Gouri and Rasdharies. 2. Turra Kalangi, Rammats, 
Alibuxi and Chidava Khyals. The Khyals in the first category are perhaps 
older than those of the second category. The Khyals of the first category 
1.e. Bhavai, Gouri, Rasdhari are performed on an arena stage and those of 
the second category are performed on a raised platform. No Chandava 
or Stage decoration is used in the first category., whereas in the other 
these are present easily available. The audience in the first instance sit all 
round the arena whereas in the other, they sit on 3 sides of the stage. 
Dholak, dhol, and. madal play animportant part in the musical accompaniment 
of the Khyal of the first category, whereas in the second type nakkara is the 
Principal percussion instrument. Since nakkara is used in these Khyals 
the rhytmic pattern like /avni, chobal, dubol, bahretabil are essentially used in 
almost all the Khyals of the second category. 


The Production of Rasdhari Khyal 


. As no raised platform is used in Rasdhari, any common meeting place 
in the village can be used for its performance. Raised places like the roofs 
of houses, branches of trees and raised places in the vicinity of the acting area 
are used for seating purposes. Any near-by hut or room becomes the green- 
Toom. The arena has no decoration of any kind. The actors keep on 
moving all the time in order to be visible to the audience from all sides. 
Since the acting arena is circular and the audience is seated all round, the 
actors have no particular place for entry. It has to be done at any con- 
Venient point by breaking the cordon of spectators. The musical accom- 
Panists do not sit in a conspicuous place. Their usual seat is among the 
audience. This intermingling of the accompanists with the audience is 
Perhaps necessary for public participation. 


_There are several episodes in the Rasdhari plays which require actual 
locations for their effective exposition. The nearby houses, huts, trees and 
temples fulfil this need very appropriately. It is because of this that an 
Open place for Rasdhari recital is never selected. A narrow and compact 
Place for its performance is necessary for public participation and the 
audibility of songs. Stage decor in Rasdhari is deliberately avoided in 
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order to keep the visibility of the play intact and the stage arena com- 
paratively free from physical and visual obstacles. For example if a 
throne is required for a king, any person from the audience can be picked 
up and the actor can use his back asa throne. Any encroachment or forcible 
participation by the audience is invariably taken in a sporting spirit. If 
any character has to appear on the stage without being seen, he is carried 
into the arena wrapped up in a cloth. 


The performance has to move round the arena in such a way that its 
visibility is assured. That is why, for example, during the scene of Sita’s 
kidnapping, Ravan, garbed as a Sadhu, has to repeat his begging posture 
at several places for the sake of the audience. When the Sadhu-Ravan 
converts into actual Ravan he has to ungarb himself at several places and 
several times to ensure visibility to the audience. He picks Sita upon his 
shoulder and moves round the arena several times. Since the audience is 
seated all round the arena and there is a tendency on the audience to crowd 
on to the arena itself, all the acting, singing and dancing is done on the border 
line of the arena so that the unauthorized entry of the audience in the arena 
be constantly checked. Since there is no raised platform and the performer 
has to work on level ground, his visibility is very often lost and therefore a 
tendency of acting with jumps and leaps becomes an integral habit on the 
part of the performance and forms part of the style. 


Since no loud-speakers are used during a Rasdhari performance, every 
Rasdhari actor has to sing and speak at the highest pitch of his voice. Whet- 
ever the visibility of the peformer is lost, while in action, the performer 
takes a leap on to a raised place. 


The Rasdhari Theme 


Rajasthani Rasdhari'is an outcome of Braj Rasleelas. About 150 
years ago the Ramleela of Mathura also paid frequent visit to Rajasthan 
and became popular among the rural masses. The initial Rasdharis, as 
influenced by the Braj Rasleelas also took most of their inspiration from these 
Ramleelas with the result that some of them used the Rama theme in thei 
performance, keeping their technique intact. These Rasdharis are less. 
orthodox and can be performed anywhere and under any circumstances 
The use of Rama cult in Rajasthan Rasdhari is a significant event and can 
be interpreted in many ways. 


The Mathura style of Ramleela which obtained entry in Rajasthan 
nearly 150 years ago had created an impact on the audience because of 
their religious nature. Rama has always been a hero for all classes alike. 
Even the backward and schedule classes were equally inspired by his his 
Krishna too enjoyed this status but, because of the Vallabh cult of Vaishnav 
ism and the orthodox and strict views adopted by the Bhaktas, he becam? 
the hero of the upper classes. The personality of Rama as advocated by 
Kabir, Tulsidas, and Valmiki appeals to the lower classes as well studying 
the needs of society the Rasdharies of Rajasthan adopted the Rama themé 
without the least hesitation. 

n had ak 


The R F ; j 
ama cult, as advocated by the Rasdharies of Rajastha he tower 


most no religious touch because they had to cater to the taste of t 
strata of the people. These Rasdharies did not care for the chronologt Z 
order of the sequences of Ram Charitra and selected only those spectact 
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aspects in which the musical and dramatic qualities could be best expressed. 
These Rasdharies are mostly musical interludes like the operas of the west 
in which the thematic part of the drama has little significance. The Rasdhari, 
from the very beginning, was never religion-oriented but as time passed and 
other light and erotic forms of entertainment came, it lost even whatever 
little devotional aspect it had. This was the time when Indian folk drama 
embraced several other erotic themes as prevalent in society at that time. 
Its main purpose was to entertain the audience by effective singing and 
dancing and provide opportunity for laughter and light entertainment. 


The Rasdhari, though having no scope for development, was the 
basis of the evolution of other much developed theatre formslike Kuchamani, 
Kishangari and Alibuxi Khyals. 


Music and Dance 


Rajasthani Rasdhari this writer considers, is the only form which does 
not use the traditional pattern of musical and rhythmic compositions. 
These traditional rhythmic patterns are Dubol Chobol, Behar Tabil and 
Deepchandji, etc. Every dramatic form of India has its own musical and 
rhythmic patterns suited to their regional requirements. The use of such 
patterns to enhance the expressive and emotional value of the musical dia- 
logues can be subject of study for scholars and others. These specific 
patterns alone can distinguish a modern play from a traditional one. But, 
the Rasdhari form lacks in these patterns and depends solely on the imagina- 
tion of the performer and the extempore musical dialogues that he impro- 
vises on the spot. The popular musical compositions prevalent in society are 
used and interpreted in their own way. They have now become a part and 
parcel of the Rasdhari plays and cannot be eliminated even if we wish to do 
so. Like other drama forms Rasdhari is not characterised by its presenta- 
tion technique and other dramatic features as already mentioncd. 


_ Most of the singing in Rasdhari is done by the musical accom- 
Ppanists. The characters only initiate the music and partake in the prose 
Interludes initiated by the interpreter known as Kutakdia. 


The dancing in Rasdhari is perhaps its weakest part. The songs too 
are composed on popular tunes and have no relation with other popular 
Khyal-tunes. The language of the lyrical and prose dialogues is also very 
elementary and sometimes gives a very amateurish impression. But, the 
way the characters behave and their capacity to make the public participate 
in the drama is simply superb. There is not a single moment in Rasdhari- 
Performance which is lethargic or boring. There are moments when the 
whole audience bursts into song and continues for hours together. Several 
Performers, other than the scheduled ones, spring up on the spur of the 
moment and replace the original ones just for the fun of it; rapport shown 
both by the audience and the performer is extraordinary. 


Since the lyrics and other rhythmic aspects of this form are inconspi- 
Cuous, several other devices have been introduced which compensate for 
this deficiency. Some of the important devices are public participation, 
fast action, humorous interludes, creation of actual locations on the spur of 
the moment, use of colourful and funny costumes. Unlike other Ahyal- 
Styles the Rasdhari characters don’t indulge in lengthy self-introductions and 
Mvolve themselves in unnecessary dialogue. The introduction) is given 
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invariably by the commentaries who are the very back-bone of Khyal. The 
characters are free to improvise as they wish and deviate from the traditional 


script, if necessary. This freedom has given ample opportunity to the per- 


former to create something new every moment. 


Theme and Style 


The Rasdhari script, unlike other scripts, has always remained un- 
written and that is why improvisation at every step of the prformance 
becomes an integral part of this style. Any number of extempore songs 
interludes and anecdotes crop up at the time of the performance. Very 
often the main theme goes into background and subsidiary ones gain im- 
portance. The performers are aware of this fact and drift according to 
the wishes of the audience. This trend, instead of being detrimental to 
the drama has proved a boon to the performers. Several artistes and com- 
posers have come to light and have contributed substantially to its immense 
variety. 


Such episodes of Ramieela, as are weak in their dramatic rendering, 
are easily left out and the gaps are fruitfully filled in by jokes and other 
interesting interludes. Sometimes they are simply narrated by the commen- 
tator and the audience has patience enough to listen to them, patiently. 
The whole Rasdhari has the aspect of a collection of different episodes very 
remotely interrelated with each other. The religious aspects of the tradi- 
tional Ramleela of Mathura is totally ignored in the folk form. The different 
characters of Ram Charit, appearing in this drama, are from the average 
stock and have absolutely no message to convey directly or indirectly. Even 
Rama is an ordinary man and his relation with Sita is that of an ordinary 
husband. He rebukes Sita for her negligence in serving the meals on time. 


The costumes they wear too are simple and have a traditional touch. 
Lakshman is an ordinary young man and. takes .liberty in entering into 
romantic conversation with Srupnakha, the sister of Ravana. The deer in 
Rasdhari is not a Mayamrig. It is an ordinary animal tamed. by Sita for 
days together. It is so naughty that it destroys the garden which Sita had 
so carefully tended. Ram rebukes Sita for keeping such an unruly animal. 
Ultimately, Rama decides to kill it because of its mischievous nature. 
Ravana, in Rasdhari, is shown as a mischievous vagabond. He kidnaps 
Sita for ulterior motives and not for taking revenge for the treatment his 
sister received at the hands of Lakshman. When Ravan enters Panchvatt 
to kidnap Sita, she observes parda just as an ordinary woman of Rajasthan 
does. All Rasdhari characters put on ordinary village dresses as worn In 
daily life. _ The main characters wear dhoti, turban and jhaga just as others 
do. Sita is dressed in Rajasthani skirts and keeps her face veiled with a 
Rajasthani Sari. 


_ The main purpose of Rasdhari Khyal is to provide entertainment. 
Since this form evolved as a revolt against the orthodox Rasleela of Braj; 
it has broken all bonds of orthodoxy and knows no restriction at all. . 
Rama depicted in Rasdhari has very little in common with that of the tract 
hey Ramleela. Almost all Rasdhari characters behave like the men ° 
oday. 


have to 


In order to view the Rasdhari play in its true perspective, We ts meet 


keep in mind that all folk art is like a river in which several rivule 
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and keep it always fresh. The main stream of these folk plays absorbs all 
that is reacting on society and accepts it as a live force. If this process of 
absorption stops folk art will become straight-faced and stagnant. The charac- 
ters and themes of such plays undergo changes continuously. Just as the 
water of a muddied river is not drinkable in the same way these fresh additions, 
so long they are not absorbed in the main-stream, are not accepted by 
society. The mud has to be absorbed in the river after thorough saturation 
and the water has to be crystal clear by incessant flow for its acceptability 
by society. The main stream of these folk dramas along with their new 
adaptation have to be assimilated thoroughly. All the countradictions 
and improvisations found in the Rasdhari have be a accepted by society 
only after their thorough saturation. 


The most important factor that is to be considered in a Rasdhari play 
is the merit of the performer. All dramatic elements are secondary to this. 
He should have an excellent voice to make himself audible and impressive 
to the audience and make them laugh through his anecdotes and artistic 
talent. This powerful element of the Rasdhari Khyals is so predominant 
that nobody notices the other defects. 


Ram, Lakshman and all other characters are permitted to discuss 
local problems of the village during the course of their performance. Due 
to its gradual deviation from the Rama cult and other aspects connected 
to it, the Rasdhari remained Rasdhari only in name., The different charac- 
ters of Rasdhari had the freedom of acting as the situation demanded. The 
audience is so accommodating that Rama can, if need be, rebuke Sita for 
her mistakes. He enters into elaborate discussion with the Kings attending 
the Sita Swayambar claiming to be the best of all the claimants. He even 
assaults Ravan in the Swayambar on his unauthorised presence there. 
Bharata is in perfect agreement with his mother Kaikayi regarding his claim 
to the throne of Ayodhya. 


_ The audience is not concerned with these shortcomings. The only 
thing they want is perfection in singing, dancing and acting and making 
them laugh. They do not even mind if on account of them the Rasdhari 
play remains incomplete. 


No stage decor is used in Rasdhari. The imagination of the audience 
has to be fertile. While the play is on and a dignitary comes as a distin- 
guished guest the actors stop the show for a while till further instructions 
are received from the audience. Even characters like Ram, Sita and 
ae have to act according to the wishes of these distinguished 
people. 


~ We can, therefore, now conclude that Rasdhari is perhaps the oldest 
form of Rajasthan Khycl and has given birth to several other folk styles. 
It has not cared to maitain its old form in any way. It is fluid, undogmatic 
in its presentation, and maintains the unflagging interest of the audience. 
That is why a professional Rasdhari group takes pains in the selection of 
characters and does not bother in the least whether the text is authentic or 
Not. It is a common practice in the Rasdhari today to have characters 
handling several roles on the same stage but in a coordinated way- 
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